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Sita's Red Dress: Introduction 3 
challenge the established paradigms of postcolonial theory, South Asian studies, 
global Christianity and material culture. 
ii) Sacred landscapes and material culture
Back on the trail the path spirals upwards, moving me around the Cathedral 
before eventually bringing us face-to-face. Seen from across the broad expanse 
of the ridge, the Cathedral seems a less imposing and more inviting site. Its 
bright yellow appearance gives it a festive feel that is further underscored by the 
crowds of people, popcorn sellers and pony rides that stand between me and it 
(depicted in Figure 1.1). Moving slowly through the crowds, I come before the 
four cornered Galilee and there I pause; like a penitent waiting for the removal 
of transgressions, only I do not know yet what my transgressions are. I am not 
yet aware that it is the very denial of the obvious role of the lives lived in and 
around this building that is my academic transgression; I only know that I want 
to be drawn deeper into the mystery of its being. This encounter formed the 
starting point for the relationships forged in and around this and other similar 
Figure 1.1 Christ Church Cathedral.
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Figure 2.1 The high Himalayas of our imagination. 
with them. These mountain stories speak to deeply held cultural assumptions 
about the word and trans-cultural phenomenological encounters within the 
world. As such, they become more than just stories and live within us as 'values' 
and 'beliefs (Davies 2011: 105,362). They generate ideas that carry an emotional 
charge, which when bound up with our sense of identity becomes a belief (ibid). 
It is therefore possible to say that the Himalayas are a part of widespread and 
disparate belief systems, which range from the orientalist Shangri-La (Buckley 
2008) to the Puranic Mount Meru (Eck 2012: 122-125). 
At one end of the continuum of belief systems sits the Edenesque myths of the 
Himalayas, which we are here organizing under the category of'Shangri-La'. The 
name Shangri-La draws from Hilton's classic 1930s novel 'Lost Horizon: which 
has seen innumerable reprints and adaptations for film, radio and stage (Mather 
2017: 233). It tells of a British diplomat who, following a plane crash, happens 
upon a magical valley, high in the Himalayas where people live long and 
harmonious lives within a spiritually rich, benevolent, bounteous and truly 
beautiful environment (Hilton 1933). The story may connect with local ideas of 
Shamballa (discussed below), but what is important for our purpose is that it 
connects with a wider Western mythology of a lost Eden in the hills that both 
predates the book and stretches beyond the zenith of the book's popularity 
(Mullen 2016: 2). Western populations of the last few centuries have found 
something deeply alluring in the notion of the Shangri-La myth type, regardless 
of the exact naming of the location, and this attraction continues to exert a 
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